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A Brief Introduction to the
History and Origin of the Holy Grail Motif
by Stephen Thorson
The e a r l i e s t  e x t a n t  m a n u s c r ip t  c o n ta in in g  th e  H oly 
G r a i l  m o t i f  i s  C h r e t i e n  d e  T ro y e s ' Conte del Graal (o r  
t h e  Perceval), w r i t t e n  b e tw een  1174 and 1 1 8 0 , and n e v e r  
f i n i s h e d . 1 Many c o n t i n u a t i o n s ,  r e t e l l i n g s ,  and new G r a i l  
le g e n d s  w ere  w r i t t e n  a f t e r w a r d .  I n t e r e s t  i n  th e  G r a i l  
becam e g r e a t ,  an d  vo lum e a f t e r  volum e h a s  b e e n  w r i t t e n  
e x p o u n d in g  d i f f e r e n t  t h e o r i e s  o f  th e  o r i g i n  o f  t h e  H oly  
G r a i l  le g e n d .
Two m ain  t h e o r i e s  h o ld  th e  f i e l d .  A c c o rd in g  t o  o n e , 
C e l t i c  t r a d i t i o n  somehow becam e c o n n e c te d  w i th  th e  
E u c h a r i s t  by anonym ous F re n c h  p o e t s  b e f o r e  C h r e t i e n  o r  by 
C h r e t i e n  h i m s e l f .  O b v io u s ly , th e  A r th u r i a n  ro m an ces  a s  a 
w h o le  a r e  o f  C e l t i c  o r i g i n ;  t h e  c o n t r o v e r s y  i s  w h e th e r  
o r  n o t  th e  G r a i l  m o t i f  i t s e l f  i s  C e l t i c .  The o th e r  
th e o r y  s a y s  i t  i s  n o t ,  t h a t  i t  i s  e s s e n t i a l l y  o f  C h r is ­
t i a n  o r i g i n ,  h a v in g  b e e n  fo rm ed  i n  C h r i s t i a n  t r a d i t i o n  
and l i t e r a t u r e .
The q u e s t io n  o f  o r i g i n  c a n  b e  p u rsu e d  from  two d i f ­
f e r e n t  d i r e c t i o n s .  One c a n  s e a r c h  f o r  th e  s o u r c e s  and 
o r i g i n  i n  t h e  s t o r i e s  an d  f o l k l o r e  b e f o r e  t h e  t im e  o f  
C h r e t i e n ,  o r  one  can  s e a r c h  th e  w r i t i n g s  a f t e r  C h r e t i e n  
f o r  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  s o u r c e  m a t e r i a l .  B o th  d i r e c t i o n s  h a v e  
b e e n  fo l lo w e d . The back w ard  s e a r c h  i s  f a r  to o  e x t e n s i v e  
f o r  th e  p u rp o s e s  o f  t h i s  p a p e r .  Much o f  i t  i s  c o n t r a ­
d i c t o r y  and  s p e c u l a t i v e ,  and  i n  any  c a s e  i s  o n ly  s i g n i ­
f i c a n t  a f t e r  th e  fo rw a rd  s e a r c h .
R. S. Loom is su m m arizes t h e  G r a i l  i n c i d e n t  i n  th e  
Perceval a s  f o l lo w s .
G o m em an t, t e a c h in g  P e r c e v a l  th e  way o f  c h i v a l r y ,  
w arned  him  n o t  to  t a l k  to o  much. L a t e r ,  P e r c e v a l  saw two 
men f i s h i n g  an d  one  i n v i t e d  him  t o  h i s  c a s t l e .
On h i s  a r r i v a l  P e r c e v a l  fo u n d  h i s  h o s t  
a r r i v e d  b e f o r e  h im , l y in g  r i c h l y  c la d  on  a  c o u c h . 
[T h is  i s  t h e  F i s h e r  K ing who was wounded th ro u g h  
t h e  t h i g h s , ] . . . a  s q u i r e  e n t e r e d  th e  h a l l  from  a  
ch am b er, b e a r in g  a  l a n c e  from  th e  t i p  o f  w h ich  
a  d ro p  o f  b lo o d  f lo w e d ; he w as fo l lo w e d  by a  f a i r  
d am se l h o ld in g  b e tw e e n  h e r  two h an d s  a  graal o f  
g o ld ,  s tu d d e d  w i th  p r e c io u s  gems and  sh e d d in g  a  
b r i l l i a n t  l i g h t .  A se c o n d  d a m se l b o re  th ro u g h  
th e  h a l l  a  s i l v e r  tailleor, o r  c a r v in g  p l a t t e r ,  
and  a l l  th e s e  m y s te r io u s  f i g u r e s  p a s se d  on  to  
a n o th e r  ch am b er. P e r c e v a l  w as consum ed w i th  c u r ­
i o s i t y ,  b u t ,  rem em b erin g  G o rn e m a n t's  a d v i c e ,  he 
k e p t  s i l e n t .
The n e x t  m o rn in g , P e r c e v a l  found  th e  c a s t l e  d e s e r t e d .  
He l e a r n e d  l a t e r  t h a t  h e  sh o u ld  h a v e  a sk e d  a b o u t th e  
G r a i l ,  a s  g r e a t  good w ou ld  h a v e  fo l lo w e d . So P e r c e v a l  
s t a r t e d  h i s  q u e s t  to  f in d  th e  G r a i l .  He t a lk e d  w i th  a n  
o ld  h e r m i t  and  l e a r n e d  t h a t  th e  G r a i l  was c a r r i e d  t o  th e  
F i s h e r  K in g 's  f a t h e r ,  who w as s u s t a in e d  i n  l i f e  s o l e l y  
by th e  h o ly  m a s s -w a fe r  w h ic h  w as i n  t h e  G r a i l .  The w ord 
f o r  m a s s -w a fe r  i s  oiste f o r  th e  L a t in  hostia, th e  h o s t  o f  
th e  E u c h a r i s t . 5
R o b e rt d e  B o r o n 's  Joseph, w r i t t e n  b e tw e e n  1180 and 
1199 , w as th e  f i r s t  G r a i l  s t o r y  to  a p p e a r  a f t e r  th e  
Perceval, and t e l l s  th e  h i s t o r y  o f  th e  G r a i l  from  th e  
L a s t  S upper t i l l  th e  d e a th  o f  Jo s e p h  o f  A r im a th e a . The 
G r a i l  i s  d e f i n i t e l y  a  C h r i s t i a n  v e s s e l  o f  g r a c e ,  and  i s
shown to  b e  th e  v e s s e l  a t  th e  L a s t  S u p p er and th e  v e s s e l  
i n t o  w h ic h  th e  b lo o d  o f  J e s u s  f lo w e d  fro m  th e  c r o s s .
R o b e r t 's  s o u r c e s  w e re  u n d o u b te d ly  c e r t a i n  e a r l y  
C h r i s t i a n  a p o c ry p h a ,  th e  Vindicta Salvatorla, t h e  
Evangelism Nicodemi , and  th e  Narratio Josephi, a l th o u g h  
th e  G r a i l  i s  n o t  fo u n d  i n  th e m .5 Even L o o m is , a  C e l-  
t i c i s t , a g r e e s  t h a t  t h e s e  w e re  th e  s o u r c e s  o f  th e  
Joseph, b u t  p o s t u l a t e s  a n  e a r l i e r  a u th o r  w h ic h  b r o u g h t  
them  t o g e t h e r ,  R o b e r t  b e in g  a  r e d a c t o r  o f  an  e a r l i e r  
b o o k ; th u s  b o th  C h rS t ie n  an d  R o b e r t  w ould  h a v e  d raw n 
from  t h e  sam e l o s t  s o u r c e .  B u t ,  t h e r e  i s  no n eed  to  
p o s t u l a t e  t h i s ,  f o r  o n ly  th e  G p a il  i t s e l f  and  th e  
e p i t h e t  t h e  R ic h  F i s h e r ” a r e  common to  b o th  s t o r i e s .
The u n f i n i s h e d  Perceval h ad  s t i m u l a t e d  much I n t e r e s t ,  
and R o b e r t  c o u ld  h a v e  b e e n  fo l lo w in g  t h e  l i t e r a r y  u rg e  
i n s p i r i n g  many w r i t e r s  a t  t h a t  t im e  -  t o  r e l a t e  t h e  
e a r l i e r  h i s t o r y  o f  c h a r a c t e r s  and e v e n t s  th e y  fo u n d  i n  
ro m an ces  a l r e a d y  f o rm e d .7
I f  R o b e r t  had  b e e n  th e  o n ly  o n e  to  w r i t e  o f  t h e  
G r a i l  a f t e r  C h r e t i e n ,  t h e r e  w ou ld  be  no r e a l  q u e s ­
t i o n  o f  o r i g i n .  The G r a i l  i s  d e f i n i t e l y  C h r i s t i a n ,  a n d , 
i t  w o u ld  f o l lo w ,  o f  C h r i s t i a n  o r i g i n .  B ut o t h e r s  w ro te  
o f  t h e  G r a i l  a f t e r  R o b e r t .
S in c e  t h e  Perceval was u n f i n i s h e d ,  a  num ber o f  
w r i t e r s  c o n t in u e d  th e  s t o r y .  F o u r c o n t i n u a t i o n s  and  
s e v e r a l  r e t e l l i n g s  a r e  e x t a n t  to d a y .  T h ese  w r i t i n g s  
o f t e n  h av e  g r o s s  d i f f e r e n c e s  among th e m .8
The C e l t i c i s t s  a s s e r t  t h a t  t h e s e  d i f f e r e n c e s  a r e  e v i ­
d e n c e  o f  a  m ore p r i m i t i v e  fo rm  o f  a  f u l l  P e r c e v a l  s t o r y . 9 
T h ese  w r i t i n g  p o r t r a y  t h e  w h o le  G r a i l  le g e n d  a s  l e s s  
C h r i s t i a n  and m ore C e l t i c .  Loom is f e e l s  t h e  w h o le  G r a i l  
le g e n d  s t a r t e d  w i th  C h r e t i a n 's  b lu n d e r in g  a t t e m p ts  to  f i t  
a  p ag an  s t o r y  i n t o  a  C h r i s t i a n  o n e ,10 shown by th e  d i s ­
c r e p a n c i e s  i n  th e  c o n t i n u a t i o n s .  For i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  G r a i l  
becom es a  f o o d -p ro d u c in g  v e s s e l ,  a  m o t i f  o u t  o f  C e l t i c  
f o l k l o r e .
Y e t ,  m o s t o f  t h e s e  d i f f e r e n c e s  r e d u c e  t h e  i n t e r n a l  
u n i t y  o f  th e  t a l e s .  I f  t h e  o r i g i n a l  v e r s i o n  was l e s s  
C h r i s t i a n ,  why do  th e  c o n t i n u a t i o n s  w h ic h  u s e  C e l t i c  f o l k ­
l o r e  i n  a d d in g  to  t h e  t a l e ,  d i s r u p t  th e  co g en cy  o f  th e  
t a l e ?  A d v o c a te s  o f  a  C h r i s t i a n  o r i g i n  a s s e r t  t h a t  
C h r e t i e n  d id  n o t  r e t e l l  a  f u l l  P e r c e v a l  s t o r y ,  b u t  com bined 
th e  G r a i l  m o t i f ,  w h ich  he  fo u n d  i n  C h r i s t i a n  t r a d i t i o n  and 
l i t e r a t u r e ,  w i th  o t h e r  m o t i f s  and h i s  A r th u r ia n  le g e n d a ry  
s e t t i n g . 15 And, i n  t r u t h ,  i t  c a n n o t  b e  d e m o n s tra te d  from  
th e  c o n t i n u a t i o n s  a lo n e  t h a t  t h e i r  a u th o r s  knew o f  any 
o th e r  P e r c e v a l  s t o r y  th a n  C h r e t i e n 's .  T h u s , f o r  th o s e  o f  
t h i s  v ie w , th e  r e d u c t i o n  i n  i n t e r n a l  u n i ty  i s  t o  b e  
e x p e c te d  a s  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  d e p a r t s  from  th e  C h r i s t i a n .
R o b e r t  d e  B oron a l s o  w ro te  th e  Merlin, d e s ig n e d  to  
b r id g e  th e  Joseph an d  th e  G r a i l  q u e s t  i t s e l f .  H is  s o u r c e s  
w ere  G e o f f re y  o f  M onm outh 's Historia Regum Brittaniae, and 
th e  Vita Merlini. O nly  a  f ra g m e n t i s  p r e s e r v e d  t o d a y .1^
The V u lg a te  c y c l e  o f  p r o s e  ro m an ces  n e x t  in c o r p o r a t e d  
t h e  G r a i l  s t o r y  i n t o  t h e  l a r g e r  f a b r i c  o f  A r th u r ia n  le g e n d .  
T h is  h ad  f i v e  b r a n c h e s .  The Estoire del Saint Graal was 
d e r iv e d  from  a  p r o s e  r e n d i t i o n  o f  R o b e r t 's  Joseph, w ith  
m ore m a t e r i a l  ad ded  t o  b r i n g  th e  h i s t o r y  t o  t h e  t im e  o f  
K ing P e l l e s .  Then p a r t  o f  R o b e r t 's  Merlin p lu s  a  new s e -
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q u e l becam e th e  Estoire de Merlin. The th i r d  b ra n c h  w as 
th e  Lancelot, d e r iv e d  fro m  C h re tie n  and re w o rk e d . T hen 
cam e th e  C u e s te  del Saint Graal, w h ich  drew  fro m  th e  
P e rc e v a l an d  s e v e r a l  c o n t in u a t io n s , b u t c le a r ly  C h r is t ia n  
in  e m p h a s is . 1 5 L a s t , w as th e  Mort Artu, m a in ly  a  re w o rk ­
in g  o f  G e o ffre y  o f  M onm outh, an d  W ace 's and L ay am o n 's 
B r u t .16
The b ig g e s t  ch an g e  in  th e  s to r y  w as th e  r e p la c in g  o f  
P e rc e v a l by G alah ad  a s  th e  q u e s t h e ro . T h is  w as a p p a r ­
e n t ly  d o n e to  p ro v id e  a  c o n n e c tin g  l i n k  b e tw e e n  th e  w o r ld ly  
Lancelot w ith  th e  r e l i g io u s  Queste by m aking  th e  s i n f u l  
h e ro  o f  th e  o n e  th e  f a th e r  o f  th e  s p i r i t u a l  h e ro  o f  th e  
o t h e r .17 Some c r i t i c s  f e e l  th e  l a s t  th r e e  b ra n c h e s  o f  th e  
V u lg a te  c y c le  w ere w r i t te n  a s  a  w h o le , th e  f i r s t  tw o p a r t s  
b e in g  ad d ed  to  ro u n d  them  o f f . 1 8 T h is , o f  c o u r s e , n e c e s ­
s i t a t e d  a  few  c h a n g e s in  th e  s o u rc e s  to  f i t  th e  new h e ro .
S ir  Thomas M alo ry  re w o rk e d  th e  V u lg a te  c y c le , and  
added  a  m uch re d u c e d  v e r s io n  o f  th e  P ro s e  T r i s t a n .19 He 
d id  n o t in c lu d e  th e  Estoire, b u t th e  Queste w as l i t t l e  
ch a n g e d .
The G ra il sc e n e  had  b e e n  ch an g ed  d r a m a tic a lly  in  th e  
h a n d s th a t  w orked  w ith  i t  from  C h re tie n  to  M a lo ry . Loom is 
p o in ts  o u t th r e e  C h r is t ia n  c o n c e p ts  c le a r ly  s e e n  in  th e  
G r a il  s c e n e  a t  th e  end  o f  th e  q u e s t . T he c o n c e p t o f  
D iv in e  L itu rg y  i s  s e e n  a s  th e  a n g e ls  and J o s e p h , r e p r e ­
s e n tin g  th e  C hurch  T riu m p h a n t, p a r t i c i p a t e .  A p o s to lic  
Communion i s  s e e n , a s  C h r is t  r e e n a c ts  th e  L a s t S u p p e r w ith  
tw e lv e  new a p o s t le s .  The M ira c le  o f  T ra n s u b s ta n tia t io n  
i s  m ade v i s i b l e ,  a s  a  " f ie r y - f a c e d "  c h i ld  and l a t e r  a  
w ounded C h r is t  em erge fro m  th e  G r a i l .20
T h e re  i s  n o t m uch h e lp  in  th e  V u lg a te  c y c le  o r  
M alo ry  to  c le a r  up th e  q u e s tio n  o r  o r ig in s .  T he h an d  o r  
h a n d s t h a t  w orked  on th e  Queste c l e a r ly  saw  th e  G r a il  a s  
C h r is t ia n  and en h an ce d  th e  sy m b o lism  in  a  co m p lex , th o u g h  
u n i f ie d , m e d ie v a l im a g e ry .
P ro p o n e n ts  o f  th e  C e lt ic  th e o ry  h a v e  tu rn e d  to  th e  
Perceval i t s e l f  f o r  s u p p o r t. Loom is h a s  becom e a n  im p o r­
ta n t  a d v o c a te . A lth o u g h  h e  a g re e s  t h a t  th e  C e lt ic  th e o ry  
o f te n  h a s " . . . t h e  m o st in c o m p a tib le  a rg u m e n ts  an d  som e o f 
th e  f e e b le s t  e v id e n c e . . ." ,  h e  s ta n d s  f irm  on  tw o p o in t s ,  
w h ich  a r e  th e  b a s is  o f  th e  C e lt ic  th e o ry : 1) a  t r a d i t i o n
fo rm in g  an  in t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  th e  A r th u r ia n  ro m an ces h a s  a  
r e a l  c la im  to  b e  C e l t i c ,  and  2) a  t r a d i t i o n  w h ich  v io l a t e s  
C h r is t ia n  p r a c t i c e  an d  r i t u a l  c o u ld  n o t o r ig in a te  a s  a  
C h r is t ia n  in v e n tio n . 1 T he l a t t e r  r e f e r s  to  th e  c a r r y in g  
o f th e  G r a il  by  a  m a id en  and th e  se em in g  d e p a r tu re s  fro m  
C hurch  r i t u a l  in  th e  p ro c e s s io n  a t  th e  G r a il  c a s t l e  in  th e  
Perceval.
T h ese a r e  v a l id  p o in ts  f o r  d is c u s s io n , b u t th e r e  h av e  
b e e n  a n sw e rs s u g g e s te d . C o n c e rn in g  C h r is t ia n  p r a c t i c e ,  
B ru ce  v e r i f i e s  t h a t  women h av e  b o rn e  th e  E u c h a r is t  in  h i s ­
to r y  an d  c i t e s  a  num ber o f  c a s e s  in  m e d ie v a l t im e s .22 
A n o th e r .s c h o la r  show s how th e s e  d e p a r tu re s  fro m  r i t u a l  a r e  
e x a c tly  w h a t s u p p o r t th e  c a s e  f o r  th e  J u d e o -C h r is tia n  
th e o r y ,2 3 a  v a r ia n t  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  th e o r y , an d  m ak ing  
som e im p o rta n t c o n tr ib u tio n s  to  th e  s tu d y  o f  o th e r  ro m an ces 
a s  w e ll a s  th o s e  o f  th e  G r a i l .  I t  h a s  a ls o  b e e n  show n 
th a t  th e  v a r io u s  o b je c ts  in  C h r e t ie n 's  p ro c e s s io n  a r e  a l l  
p r e s e n t  in  th e  B y z a n tin e  m a ss, in c lu d in g  th e  l a n c e .24 So 
th e  Perceval i t s e l f  d o es n o t c le a r ly  s u p p o r t e i t h e r  th e o ry  
o f  o r ig in .
T he fo rw a rd  lo o k  c an  o n ly  show  a  few  th in g s  a b o u t th e  
o r ig in  o f  th e  H oly  G r a il  le g e n d s . T he C e l t i c i s t s  f e e l  
th e r e  a r e  in d ic a t io n s  o f  a  c o m p le te  G r a il  s t o r y ,  w h ich  w as 
n o n - C h r is tia n  an d  d e r iv e d  fro m  C e lt ic  le g e n d s . The 
C h r is t ia n  t h e o r i s t s  f e e l  t h a t  th e  w r i t e r s  e x e r c is e d  t h e i r  
freed o m  a s  w r i t e r s  an d  com posed th e  s t o r i e s ,  co m b in in g  ma­
t e r i a l s  fro m  m any s o u r c e s . The im p o rta n c e  o f  th e  d i f f e ­
re n c e  i s  t h i s .  I f  a  f u l l  P e rc e v a l s to r y  c a n  b e  p o s tu la te d  
b e f o re  C h r e tie n , th e r e  i s  m uch g r e a te r  c h a n c e  t h a t  th e  
s to r y  w as c o m p le te ly  p a g a n , and  a  b ack w ard  s tu d y  o f  th e  
C e lt ic  f o lk lo r e  sh o u ld  show  g r e a t  s i m i l a r i t i e s  b e tw een  
them  and  th e  Perceval, a s  w e ll a s  i t s  c o n t in u a t io n s . I f  a 
s o u rc e  f o r  o n ly  th e  G r a il  m o tif  c an  b e  p o s tu la te d , th e  
c h a n c e s  a r e  g r e a te r  th a t  t h a t  m o tif  w as fo rm ed  in  
C h r is t ia n  t r a d i t i o n .  T he C e l t i c i s t s  h o ld  th a t  C h re tie n
and  th e  w r i t e r s  who fo llo w e d  him  w ere  m a in ly  t r a n s c r ib e r s  
o f  a  f u l ly  d e v e lo p e d  s to r y .  B u t B ru ce  h a s  r i g h t l y  ex ­
c la im e d , " ...n o b o d y  h a s  e v e r e x p la in e d  w hy, i f  th e  a u th o r s  
o f  h y p o th e tic a l  s o u rc e s  w e re  so  g i f te d  w ith  in v e n tio n , th e  
a u th o r s  o f  th e  w o rk s a c tu a l ly  p re s e rv e d  s h o u ld  b e  so  
d e s t i t u t e  o f  t h i s  f a c u l t y ." 25
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